particularly suited to women, such as relieving the poor, attending to the sick or educating girls. The intensity of such lay activism was characteristic of the seventeenth-century Catholic reformation.
In the movement geared towards the religious education of the masses, female congregations had found a niche that channelled their contribution to the Church's apostolate. In the city of Lyon alone, nine schools were dedicated to boys' education, but ten were dedicated to girls'. 7 Against the general early-modern background of feminine submission, the first decades of the seventeenth century offered an oasis of possibilities where women's opportunities reached far beyond their traditional roles both within the Church and in society at large. Women's communities became involved not only in the devotional life of the Church, but also in its active life with the multiplication of apostolic vocations to re-Catholicize their country. 8 The city of Toulouse, which will be the focus of this study, mirrored this national phenomenon precisely. After the Wars of Religion, the municipality of Toulouse remained resolutely Catholic, but the influential ville parlementaire was a city under siege, surrounded on all sides by areas of Calvinist conviction in the Languedoc and Guyenne. 9 Studies of its municipal registers indicate that, hard-line commitment apart, a considerable proportion of the city's key middle class had become undecided, confused, or even uninterested in religious practice. 10 Thus, the area's extensive Protestantization offered a wealth of opportunities for religious initiatives, whilst presenting equally numerous challenges. 11 Local historian
Bennassar wrote: 'In the Wars of Religion, the Toulousain way became clear. The city would be the Catholic stronghold in a region of which three-quarters were held by Protestants. It would, therefore, be the theatre of the most violent Catholic reaction.' 12 Influenced by the post-Tridentine impulse given by Carlo Borromeo, (archbishop of Milan 1566-1584), the Cardinal-Archbishop of Toulouse (1588-1605),
François de Joyeuse, would be the architect of the city's vigorous Catholic counterattack. 13 The efforts of Cardinal-Archbishop Joyeuse were quickly rewarded by a remarkable devotional movement which involved unprecedented proportions of women. 14 In Toulouse, existing convents opened their doors to increasing numbers of entrants each year, while lay congregations flourished. The Congregation of Saint Catherine of Sienna, for instance, undertook apostolic relief for the poor; the Madeleines repenties cared for 'fallen women', the Dames du Saint-Sacrement cared for the sick, and the Dames de la Miséricorde specialized in visiting prisoners. 15 It is universally acknowledged that the French feminine educational drive was spearheaded by the Ursulines, which Rapley has called 'the feminine teaching congregation par excellence'. 16 By the end of the century, there were an estimated 320 communities across the realm of France, all combining a convent and a school for day pupils. 17 However, it has often been erroneously assumed that the congregation of
Paris was the leader of the distinctive French Ursuline experiment. This accolade, in fact, belongs to the establishment of Toulouse which, in 1604, was the first house to stem out of the original settlements in Provence and the Comtat-Venaissin and adopt a form that was less directly in keeping with their Italian roots.
The history of the Ursulines epitomizes a growing female desire to take an active part in the Catholic Reformation. In 1535 in Brescia, Angela Merici (1474-1540) founded gathering of lay women, which she called the Ursulines. 18 They lived separately in their own homes, undertaking apostolic and educational works with girls and women. Although it was as an informal lay movement that they gained Pope Paul III's approval in 1544, the archbishop of Milan, Carlo Borromeo, soon organized them into communities under the authority of local bishops, thereby creating the first Ursuline congregations. This formula, half way between the religious and the secular, The life of Ursulines is none other than that which the Son of God, his Holy Mother and the apostles led in this world […] . Such are the exemplary models followed by their status and their profession: it is the mixed life, embracing both contemplation and action… 40 Indeed, for the first ten years in Toulouse, the Ursulines were not nuns but only congrégées. 41 The canonical distinction was crucial, for the members of a congregation -as opposed to those of an order -were bound only by simple, private vows and not solemn ones: thus, their legal status remained that of lay women, not nuns. The congrégées did not obey any monastic rule nor observe enclosure, and were relatively free from ecclesiastical control. They represented a sort of halfway house between the lay and the religious world.
II
As they busied themselves in the evangelization of local women and girls, the Ursulines seemed to show no signs of preoccupation about their status or their designation. The house operated as a community of lay women under private vows:
thus, the establishment corresponded to no recognizable category. It was more than a simple lay sorority, since the congrégées lived in a community with its own hierarchy and regulations; yet, they were emphatically not nuns, since they took no solemn vows and did not observe strict enclosure. Between 1604 and 1609, documents show no evidence of any consideration for constitutional arrangements that would define its status and correct this anomalous position. Thus far, these technicalities remained secondary to the practical pursuit of the congregation's catechizing vocation. Indeed, at that juncture, the establishment in the rue des Trois Rois Vieux was more preoccupied with carving a niche for its educational vocation amongst local women than with the pursuit of ecclesiastical recognition. Yet, despite working assiduously for the Church, the congrégées were in breach of Church decrees. Such contradictions would need to be resolved if the Ursulines were to secure official acceptance for the work they insisted on carrying out, and the difficulties encountered by the early Toulousain congrégées provide an eloquent example of the preoccupations of their contemporaries with status classification and order.
In her authoritative study of the Ursuline Order in France, M. C. Gueudré stated that most municipalities showed no inclination to regularize the administrative situation of new Ursuline houses; on the contrary, the congrégées often experienced difficulties in gaining approbation from their local authorities. 42 This was the case in Toulouse, where the local Parlement, although an essentially Catholic body actively involved in the city's Catholic renaissance, had refused to recognize the community officially before it was approved by the king. 43 However, it was only in 1611, as a result of conseiller Bourret's efforts, that the community of Toulouse finally secured royal lettres patentes; in them, Louis XIII gave, for the first time, his approbation to an Ursuline establishment in France, entrusting it 'to promote by all necessary means the service of God and the salvation of souls'. 44 Although the community was in breach of Tridentine definitions, Louis XIII praised it as an establishment of 'great profit and edification'. 45 Once the congregation was eventually recognized by the king, the Parlement showed no trace of hesitation in receiving it wholeheartedly, although it was not as yet approved by the pope. Thus, the community became officially registered by the Catholic clerics and laity often received the women who were dedicated to the revival of the faith with a strong blend of suspicion and mistrust. Thus, gender-defined stereotypes exercized considerable influence even upon missionary movements that ultimately transformed the practical sphere of women from one of humble subjection to one of relative initiative. Linda Lierheimer has noted that such restrictions affected the Ursuline movement all across France since, as she puts it, 'their ambiguous status and their incursions into public spaces were disturbing' to early-modern society. 47 It therefore comes as no surprise that the Toulouse settlement needed to prove its good credentials before it gained the support of the families of the local elite.
Parayre's Chronique illustrated the difficulties that brought the early community, with its unenclosed lay status and its free open school for all, into direct conflict with some of these influential families. One incident concerned Magdelaine Despanez (1594-1677), in religion soeur de Jésus, whose father, a trésorier général de France, had promised her for an advantageous marriage in 1606. However, the young girl, who was not yet twelve years old, broke all the arrangements when she escaped and found refuge with the Ursulines. 48 One can understand her family's discontent at the loss of potential income and status, which was in this case further aggravated by the blatant disobedience of their child. Moreover, their daughter had found a haven in a small and unapproved congregation of women which was, as yet, far from enjoying the distinction, prestige and, above all, the good reputation of some of the city's established convents. Yet, the girl's parents were of a devout disposition; eventually, they complied with their daughter's choice without attacking the community as virulently as might have been expected. In this case, a well-to-do family relinquished personal interest and social alliances to oblige their daughter's desire to stay with the Ursulines and become a simple congrégée.
Things did not go so well, however, for the young Marie de Liberos. Like Despanez, she also fled a pre-arranged union by finding refuge with the Ursulines. 49 However, in her case, parental consent was not so easily gained as for her consoeur.
Originally from the smaller town of Agen, she had been sent to Toulouse under her uncle's tutelage, in order to meet her future husband and finalize the settlement.
When she ran away to the safety of the Ursuline house, both uncle and suitor attempted to break down the house's doors and kidnap her. An embarrassingly public battle of wills followed; when the use of force was finally abandoned, it was substituted with court action on the part of the enraged uncle, who sued the Ursulines for holding his niece illegally. The community eventually won after a long legal battle, and Marie de Liberos was soon sent to a new branch of the community, in the nearby town of Brive-la-Gaillarde.
The vulnerability of the community's reputation and the unconventional nature of its status can be illustrated further with one last vignette. Françoise Rabonite (d. 1654), in religion soeur de Sainte-Claire, was the daughter of an avocat en la cour du Parlement; she was destined to follow in the footsteps of her sisters, who were nuns in the city's prestigious convent of Saint Claire. 50 However, despite having been educated as one of its boarders, she refused to enter the novitiate there. 51 Instead, she preferred the poverty of the Ursuline congrégées, whose apostolic vocation had already won her heart, and whom she stealthily joined in 1607. On Bourret. 53 Furthermore, the community's archive shows that between 1610 and 1616, it welcomed another nineteen members, while its school was, according to Parayre, becoming increasingly popular, both with boarders from wealthy backgrounds and with less privileged day pupils. 54 However, despite such seemingly favourable auspices, Marguerite de Vigier felt that the foundations of her work were not as stable as she wished. Therefore, in order to strengthen the position of the Ursuline house in Toulouse, Antoine de Vigier (the foundress's brother, of the Congregation of the Christian Doctrine) was sent as a representative to Rome in 1609; his brief was to present Pope Paul V with the congregation's request to become an enclosed convent. 55 In other words, these independent congrégées wished to relinquish their autonomy, submit to episcopal control, enter the state of religion and become nuns.
The community's records indicate that although conventual life seemed at odds with the catechizing and teaching brief of the Ursulines, it was not imposed upon the community by ecclesiastical authorities but rather came as the direct result of the women's request. Their decision to opt for enclosure of their own accord seems to indicate that Vigier's followers expected to gain something out of such a transformation. 56 Why did the community wish to become a convent when its initial form as a lay congregation allowed it to enjoy a degree of independence and freedom of initiative that it would never have if it became a nunnery? Upon taking the habit, . 57 This title implies that the community envisaged the appeal to Rome as a means to save itself from potential danger and to secure its future in the city. The chapter itself shows that Vigier feared that the budding congregation she had nurtured for five years, might become the victim of potential opposition and be destroyed. Seized by the force of this sentiment, she resolved to transform her congregation into a convent, so as to secure its future. The manuscript explained:
[she] feared that, one day, one of the devil's tricks might lead this company to be dissolved. Therefore, in order to ensure its future, she and the aforementioned girls resolved to send a plea to Rome, asking for the Holy Father's intervention. They begged him to agree to the elevation of their house into a monastery of the Order of Saint Ursula. 58 When Vigier perceived she had no alternative but to secure recognition and status by becoming religious or jeopardize the house's prospects, she opted for action.
Thus, the decision was essentially palliative: had the Ursulines felt entirely safe in their informal congregation, they would probably not have felt the need to apply for transformation into a cloister. Finally, Parayre's explanation of this episode shows that the chronicler himself understood the transition from congregation to convent as a pragmatic move. He wrote: '[Vigier resolved] to elevate this congregation into religion, so as to secure it through this most effective of all means'. 59 The evidence indicates that, in Toulouse at least, the congrégées' decision to become nuns was, at least initially, motivated by a desire to avoid potential suppression; moreover, in 1609, it was the first French Ursuline establishment to request elevation into a convent.
Whereas the initial Ursuline congregations of Provence and the Comtat-
Venaissin remained tightly linked to their Italian heritage, the Toulouse community operated in an influential ville parlementaire whose Catholic temperament revealed a pronounced Gallicanism. We have seen that, in 1604, the local Parlement had received Vigier and Blanchet with extreme caution and allowed them into the city on a provisional basis only, since their congregation had not as yet been approved by the king. 60 In 1609, the congrégées' unofficial status still constituted their main weakness and their new model of the unenclosed religieuse presented the city of Toulouse with an unresolved ambiguity that made even its most devout Catholic families ill at ease.
Marguerite de Vigier's plea for the elevation of her community into an enclosed convent was one of the most astute decisions she was to take while she was at the head of the community, and it found a specific resonance in local politics at Toulouse.
It is likely that confrontations with influential local families had dented Vigier's confidence, making her more acutely aware that her congregation was institutionally in breach of the Decrees of the Council of Trent. orders. 63 Since Saint Ursula had not been a nun herself, she could not be the patron of an order, and Paul V asked the congrégées to submit to one of the pre-existing approved religious Rules. 64 The congregation deliberated and opted for the Rule of Saint Augustine, which prescribed a moderate type of asceticism that they deemed particularly suited to their active way of life. 65 In 1614, Antoine de Vigier was dispatched to Rome a second time, and finally came back to Toulouse, the bearer of a Papal Bull dated 9 April 1614, elevating the Toulouse congregation into a convent. Significantly, six out of the twenty-six sisters refused to take the habit unless the Bull specifically acknowledged their teaching duties towards externs. 70 Indeed, most of the early members had felt deeply drawn to the community because of its innovative profile which, unlike that of traditional convents, involved interaction with other women and the instruction of the local youth. We order […] the aforementioned nuns to instruct, free of charge, the aforementioned girls by teaching them, above all else, the piety and virtue that are worthy of Christian virgins, as well as a summary of Christian doctrine […] However, these representatives of the world will be allowed to enter the convent only for as long as the Holy See will permit. 72 Thus, by 1616, the Toulousain Ursulines had obtained a supplementary papal
Brief unequivocally instructing them to teach not only their enclosed boarders but also local externs. These girls, often of lower social status, were expressly allowed to enter and leave the convent to receive their lessons on a daily basis. Such an outcome was a tactical tour de force, through which the congregation formally accepted the patriarchalist conception of religious women -enclosed and contemplative -in order to secure the safety of its active teaching initiative. Approved by the Pope, and properly enclosed, yet actually ordered by papal decree to teach and catechize externs, the Toulousain Ursulines had thus become virtually invulnerable to opposition. It was only at this point, seven years after their original appeal of 1609, that the congrégées of Toulouse were truly prepared to become nuns. With the exception of one anonymous sister who left, and another who died, 73 all remaining twenty-four congrégées entered the religious life, took novices' habits together and later became professed in December 1616. They had five different classrooms, with five main teachers. 74 In January 1617, six lay sisters also took their solemn vows: thus, in its initial months as an enclosed convent, the Toulousain house counted thirty inmates. 75 In the year 1617, another seven young women became professed Ursulines (six professes and one converse), and throughout its history, the convent generally housed between thirty-five and forty professed nuns at any one time. 76 Thus, although the Toulouse house first petitioned for enclosure in 1609, it was transformed into a convent only in 1616. In the meantime, the passage from the state of simple lay congregation to that of approved religious establishment had already been realized by the Parisian community in the Faubourg Saint-Jacques, which petitioned for, and obtained papal approval, in 1612. 77 However, the issue of teaching externs was to be a thorn in the side of the Parisian community; although its members took a teaching vow, its papal Bull mentioned teaching in a non-specific way that did not explicitly refer to externs. Concerns were repeatedly raised by members of the community on the subject. 78 Nevertheless, the decision to become This extract is taken from the ninth chapter ('Of enclosure') of the book of Constitutions. It is significant that this is noticeably the most lengthy chapter out of a total of thirty three; it leads to another long descriptive chapter dedicated to the parloirs, thereby illustrating the strict surveillance imposed upon any communication with the outside. 80 These parloirs consisted of a grilled reception foyer for occasional conversation with visiting relatives; they were fitted with a double row of spiked iron bars and they shut with tinplate in which small holes had been drilled. The only aperture consisted of a small window that was opened to speak to relatives, and these conversations were to be conducted only with the Mother Superior's authorization, and under the surveillance of a fellow sister. The partitions segregating the convent from the secular world seemed unforgivingly hermetic, and were generally to be found in all French Ursuline establishments. 81 The enclosure was therefore a literal reality, embodied in the physical presence of high walls acting as a distinct separation between the 'outside' and the 'inside'. Neither the nuns nor the boarders had any insight into the life of the city: Traditional conventual life was ingeniously reorganized according to a complicated structure, and a compromise was reached to suit the sisters' educational purpose. First, the nuns themselves were enclosed and bound by solemn vows. The convent was re-designed so as to accommodate them in their own quarter while, during their period of probation, the young novices occupied, another part of the building. 83 Along with professed and prospective nuns, the Ursuline house in
Toulouse also provided for students; their boarders were lay pupils, who lived in the convent and were submitted to enclosure in the same way as were the sisters. 84 They lived in a separate wing of the building, and did not mix with either the nuns or the novices outside the classroom. The day pupils represented the last element in the structure: they were allowed in the convent's classrooms for their daily lessons, but returned home every evening. Compared with the nuns, the novices, or even with the boarders, these day pupils were seen as the agents of the world, the only inmates to have contact with the outside. 85 The students gathered outside the cloister door, which was opened for them at seven o'clock. They entered the classroom by this exterior door, which was then immediately locked again behind them; when the door was secured, the teachers entered the classroom by an interior door, itself guarded on the inside by a soeur portière. The classrooms, therefore, could be compared to a sort of airlock between the inside and the outside, secured at either end by heavy, doublelocked doors. Thus, the Toulousain Ursulines designed a daily routine to enable the externs to enter the convent whilst allowing only minimal contact with the outside world.
In terms of structure, this represented the most innovative thread in the Ursuline fabric. The day pupils, who were allowed to enter the convent's classrooms, returned home every evening; these girls did not belong to the religious establishment, they did not partake either in its enclosed life or regular practice, and their daily entrance required some amendments to traditional conventual rule. Although the sisters did not actually breach their vow of enclosure, the teaching of externs implied that the convent opened its doors and allowed an exchange between the inside and the outside. This minor infringement of the rule of enclosure was enough to enable the Ursulines of Toulouse to influence and catechize hundreds of girls.
This, I believe, brought a new constituency within the ambit of the convent and allowed these girls to benefit, to a degree, from the spiritual charge conferred by enclosure. Without being elements of the cloister themselves, they were able to soak up its pious atmosphere, to experience its regular routine and to learn in its classrooms. I would therefore argue that, if the externs permitted part of the world to penetrate the convent, they also enabled some of the convent's essence to seep out into the world. The conventual bubble was not hermetically sealed any longer, and the day pupils were the main beneficiaries of this change. Thus, in the Rue des Trois Rois Vieux, enclosure had become active, thereby embodying the 'fluidity' that Linda
Lierheimer described as 'a continuum from the convent to the world beyond'. 86 To use her lexicon, the Ursuline day classes functioned as a 'bridge', or a 'no-man's land' between the spheres of the public and the private, between the world outside and the conventual space inside of enclosure. 87 When considering the evidence presented above, one can only agree with Lierheimer when she argued that the Ursuline sisters 'expanded the convent into the world'. 88 Enclosure, although it had been adapted in order to allow the teaching of externs, nevertheless implied the end of all other kinds of apostolic works that required interaction with one's neighbours. 89 However, the establishment in Toulouse managed to preserve some of the original Italian Ursuline spirit of apostolic works by organising a parallel lay association composed of married or widowed ladies who, though they did not want to become nuns, wished to be linked to the Ursuline congregation. These Dames de Sainte-Ursule carried out apostolic works in the city:
they visited the sick, relieved the poor and helped prisoners. 90 In this initiative, Marguerite de Vigier seems once more to have been a pioneer, since it was she who organised the first partnership between an Ursuline convent and its parallel lay company; this model was subsequently adopted throughout France by the communities of other cities such as Bordeaux, Dijon or Grenoble. 91 Thus, the evangelical brief of the convent's initial 'mixed' life was preserved through its close links with the Compagnie des Dames de Sainte-Ursule; in Toulouse, this impulse remained strong, and the Compagnie counted between forty-five and sixty members at all times. 92 Although the congrégées of Toulouse, and across France at large, had been obliged to abandon their unenclosed and pioneering apostolate, they had nevertheless found a compromise that allowed them to remain an active female force within the Church. 93 Thus, the Toulousain Ursulines were cautious never to break the rules, nor expose themselves to either clerical or secular criticism; however, they learned the art of gently bending traditional monastic regulations, in order to serve their original educational purpose. By 1616, they had concluded their dealings with Rome and finalized both the essence of their vocation and the status under which they operated.
In the process, the congregation had undergone major structural changes, but it had successfully negotiated its niche within the Counter-Reformation movement. 
